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Prologue

The bishop’s palace at Old Sarum, 
Salisbury, Christmas 1139

 


Rogero deffuncto, Rex annisus est Philippum quemdam sufficere cancellarium suum, sed tam legato quam clero Sarisburiensi retinentibus destitit ab incepto.

 


When [Bishop] Roger died, the king strove to elect as successor a certain Philippe, his chancellor, but he was robbed of it from the start by the resolute stubbornness of both the legate [Henry of Winchester] and the clerics of Salisbury.

—De praesulibus Angliae commentarius

 


 





Philippe d’Harcourt, dean of Beaumont and Lincoln, archdeacon of Evreaux, chancellor of England and, in his own mind at least, bishop-elect of Salisbury, was tired of the greasy manners of the Norman nobility at dinner. He leaned back onto the cushion of his personal folding chair and viewed the assorted revelers with annoyance.

His patron, Stephen, King of England, had clearly come to terms with the arrogant canons who had refused to accept Philippe as their new bishop. The king had given them places of honor at the table and they were all dining together in the utmost amicability. Philippe was saddened but not surprised. In return for the unobstructed pillaging of all the secular and some of the ecclesiastical treasure of the see of Salisbury, Stephen had restored property to the canons and donated handsomely to the monastery of Malmesbury. The king had also made a tentative peace with his brother, Bishop Henry of Winchester, who had had his own candidate for the see. But, watching him from across the hall, Philippe noticed that Henry seemed nearly as irritated as he was, either by the behavior of the gathering or by some secret insult. The realization comforted him.

All the combatants of the recent struggle were at this moment gorging themselves hugely at Stephen’s expense. It was a necessary investment. Stephen needed to win all the support he could to keep his throne from the eager seat of his cousin, Matilda, who never let anyone forget she was the last surviving legitimate child of King Henry I, not to mention widow of the Holy Roman Emperor and, lately and reluctantly, countess of Anjou.

King Stephen ordered another cask of wine to be opened. The hall echoed with cheering.

Everyone was content at this joyous season. Even Bishop Henry allowed a page to pour him another cup of wine.

Philippe d’Harcourt was the lone exception. Politics and family connections aside, he deserved to be bishop of Salisbury. And he
knew how he could prove it in such a fashion that no one would dare challenge him.

He looked down at his plate and felt his stomach turn. Despite his certainty that his cause was just, the enormity of the possible consequences of what he planned destroyed his appetite.

Just as well, he thought. One should fast before encroaching upon sacred space even for the purest of motives.

Eventually the dinner descended to the level of such dissolution that the haughty Norman nobles were challenging each other to Saxon drinking games. By the time the shouts of “Waes Heal! Drinc Heal!” began to be interspersed with the sounds of retching, Philippe felt the moment was right to withdraw. He signaled his wish to King Stephen, who waved him out. Philippe was known to be a serious cleric who preferred his books to an evening of carousal. No one thought it odd that he would leave early. Few noticed his departure at all.

 


It was well past midnight. Those who weren’t still drinking were surely asleep or at least otherwise occupied in bed. Philippe met no one as he made his way from the palace to the church. As he entered, he noticed two men kneeling before the high altar. He called to them softly. They blessed themselves, then rose and came to him.

“Did you get the keys?” Philippe asked.

“Yes, my lord.”

The younger man held them out and Philippe took them.

“Do you have the other box?” he asked.

The elder opened the sack he carried to show Philippe the contents.

“Good,” he told them. “You are both worthy servants. I’ll not forget you.”

“Thank you, my lord,” the elder said. “But we seek only to be remembered in your prayers.”

“Of course,” Philippe answered. “But I shall remember you in other ways as well, never fear. It would be better if one of you stayed up here to watch, but I need you both as witnesses. Therefore, we must rely, as always, on divine protection. Are you prepared?”

“Yes, my lord,” the younger man said. “We have spent the entire evening here praying that we might be judged worthy of this task.”


“We have eaten nothing since the host passed our lips at Mass this morning,” the elder said. “Both Father Geronce and I are resolved to accompany you and support you to the end.”

“I thank you both,” Philippe said. “Our Lord must know that we do this not for vainglory or profit, but only to allow His will to be made manifest to those men of clay who care only for worldly power.”

The three men knelt again for one final prayer. Then Philippe turned the key in the iron gate. It swung open with a grating creak. Father Geronce shuddered and the other priest winced, but Philippe entered without hesitation.

His steps slowed as he reached the reliquary. Motioning to the others to stay back, he tried to swallow. His mouth was suddenly dry with terror. What if he were mistaken?

No. It wasn’t Stephen who had intended Salisbury for him. The king was only the instrument. Philippe was sure that it was God’s will that he become bishop.

And God had little patience with the faint of heart.

Philippe knelt before the wooden box. He fumbled with the keys until he found a smaller one that fit the lock. He took a deep breath and crossed himself again, his lips moving in prayers of supplication. Behind him, he could hear the murmured support of the priests.

He opened the box.

The jewels glittered in the lantern light: ruby, topaz, beryl, sapphire, all set into brightly polished silver. Looking over Philippe’s shoulder, Father Geronce reflected that one of the Salisbury canons must have dedicated his life to seeing that no tarnish ever appeared on the reliquary. Of course, he considered, something in daily contact with the divine might well assume aspects of incorruptibility. The young priest swayed slightly. Hunger was making him light-headed.

Philippe took a pair of linen gloves from his sleeve and put them on. He wanted to prove to the saint that he meant no disrespect.

“Blessed Aldhelm,” he addressed the relic. “You who were bishop here before all others, you who brought the heathen Saxon to the Light with your wisdom, show me your mercy. Help me prove that you find me worthy to be your successor. Accompany
me to France until such time as we may return here together. I ask you this with a humble heart.”

Even though he was convinced of the righteousness of his plea, Philippe trembled as he reached out and opened the reliquary.

Inside the bejeweled silver casket lay the arm and hand bones of a man. Brown with age and brittle, they lay quietly in their place, the earthly remains of a soul now in heaven.

Philippe licked his lips. Would Aldhelm allow this or would he strike at the one who would desecrate his body? The saint had once caused a band of would-be looters to be thrown paralyzed to the ground where they lay helpless until found by the canons. Everyone knew the holy ones needed no guards.

“Oh, blessed Aldhelm,” Philippe begged. “Believe my heart is pure.”

His gloved hand touched the bones.

The lanterns flickered. Somewhere there was a draft.

Nothing else happened.

Philippe’s knees went wobbly and he leaned against the case in relief.

“Quickly! Bring the box!” he ordered.

Father Geronce brought the box and opened it. Inside was another reliquary, made of wood, carved in the shape of an arm and covered in gold leaf.

“Hurry!” the other priest whispered. “I hear someone coming.”

The bones were quickly snatched from the silver reliquary and placed in the wooden one. Philippe shut the original box and locked it. The men doused the lanterns and felt their way slowly back into the nave.

“I must stay with my master, the king,” Philippe told the priests. “Go under the protection of the good saint who travels with you. Also take with you the box of vessels for the Mass that is in my chamber. I will meet you in Evreaux before Ash Wednesday. Above all, guard the relic closely. You are responsible for it to heaven and to me.”

Both priests bowed and swore they would die rather than allow the relic to be harmed. Philippe smiled as they departed, satisfied that the will of the saint agreed with his own. When the canons of Salisbury learned that he had the support of Saint Aldhelm, their opposition to his election would evaporate.


He slept that night with a clear conscience in the sure and certain belief that, with the support of their first bishop, the canons would soon welcome him as their leader.

Saint Aldhelm had other plans.





One

The keep at Vielleteneuse, north of Paris, Feast of Saint Julian: martyr;
 and Saint Basilisa, his wife: virgin,
 Thursday, January 9, 1141

 


Ele va par ses chanbres, se le duet molt li ciés, 
Ses dens estraint ensanle, ses mal et enforciés. 
Les dames qui soufroient des enfans les mesciés 
Savant bien le malage, …

 


She goes to her rooms, and she suffers greatly there,
 Her teeth clenched together, her pain increases.
 Women who suffer the pains of childbirth
 They know the agony well, …

—La Naissance du Chevalier au Cygne
 lines 1241–1244

 


 





Catherine screamed.

In the room just below, Edgar leaped to his feet in an effort to reach her. Two strong pairs of arms restrained him.

“Let go of me!” he shouted. “They’re hurting her!”

His father-in-law, Hubert, pushed him firmly back in his chair. Warily, Guillaume, Catherine’s brother, and Solomon, her cousin, released their hold on him.

“I promise you, Edgar,” Guillaume said. “She doesn’t want to see you now.”

“Of course she does,” Edgar insisted. “She’s calling my name.”

Catherine screamed again. “Edgar!”

The hands descended on his shoulders once more.

“Damn you, Edgar!” Catherine’s voice echoed down the staircase. “Damn you for an English bastard. Damn you and your family and the boat that brought you here! Edgarde! Maledicite! Edgarde, viescat verpa tua!”

Edgar gasped.

Upstairs Catherine took another breath and screamed with the contraction. “Verrucosaque fiat verpa tua!” Then lower, as the pain subsided momentarily. “In tres partes confracta canibus devoretur verpa tua!! And the same to every man from Adam on. And damn Eve, too … .”

Edgar sank back, his face even paler than usual. Hubert chuckled.

“Don’t worry, boy,” he said. “If she can still make a noise like that, she’s fine.”

“But did you hear what she said?” Edgar asked.

“I didn’t catch all of it,” Hubert admitted. “Catherine has a marvelous vocabulary. I suppose it’s from all those years in the convent.”

Edgar shook his head in awe. “She never learned those words at the Paraclete. Are you sure she’s all right?”

Guillaume nodded. “When our first child was born, I sat in the
next room and listened until I thought I deserved gelding for putting Marie through all that. For the second, I went hunting. It’s better not to know what your wife thinks of you at these times. She won’t remember it afterward, or that’s what she’ll tell you.”

“But it’s been hours,” Edgar said.

“Only since dawn,” Hubert assured him. “Here, have some more wine.”

Involuntarily the four men glanced out the window, where the short winter afternoon was ending. Solomon, who wasn’t married, relaxed. Hubert and Guillaume didn’t. Catherine was nineteen and strong. But it had been all day and, by the midwife’s reckoning, it was a month too soon. Guillaume poured more wine and wished he’d taken Edgar hunting, despite his protests.

 


Upstairs in the birthing room, Catherine’s imprecations were greeted with cheers.

“That’s right, dear,” the midwife said. “Sons of whores, the lot of ’em. Yell all you like. But don’t blame poor Eve; she was beguiled by a serpent, just like we all were. Samonie, warm a little more oil to rub her stomach with and drip some onto my hands. She needs a bit of help. Then you’d best bring that bowl of holy water Father Anselm left. Put it on the floor here.”

Catherine’s servant did as she was told. Over Catherine’s bowed head she exchanged a worried glance with Guillaume’s wife, Marie. The pains were close enough. More should be happening. As Samonie put the oil on the midwife’s hands, the old woman whispered to her.

“Give the girl a few sips of the hot ale and dittany.” She shook her head in worry. “Then be ready to hold her. I’ve got to turn it.” Samonie bit her tongue to keep from crying. Catherine sat on the birthing stool, dark curls plastered to her face, too exhausted to blink as the sweat rolled into her eyes. Samonie signaled to Marie what must be done. Marie closed her eyes a moment and began reciting a prayer to the Virgin, begging her to summon the child forth safely. But she knew from her own experience of three stillbirths that the Virgin and the saints didn’t always heed such supplications.

Catherine had said nothing for several minutes. She ached all over from trying to rid herself of this baby. The rim of the birthing stool was digging into her buttocks. Her hands and feet were freezing despite
frequent rubbings with vinegar and salt. Even her eyes hurt. The room blurred and shimmered every time she opened them.

Someone forced a warm liquid down her throat. She gagged on it, then swallowed. Arms went around her shoulders and Marie’s cheek pressed against hers.

“Mother of God, care for your daughter,” she chanted. Catherine weakly nodded agreement.

“Ready?” the midwife said.

“We have her,” Samonie answered.

The midwife put her hand in to push up the tiny foot that had just appeared.

Catherine screamed again. Then there was silence.

 


In the room below the men looked up, hardly daring to breathe, hoping for the feeble wail of new life. They only heard the rustle of feet in the rushes on the floor above. Edgar buried his face in his hands.

“I should have left her in the convent,” he muttered. “She was happy there, safe. Now I’ve killed her.”

“Don’t say that!” Hubert snapped.

Edgar looked up, startled.

“We don’t know what’s happened,” Hubert continued. “She may only be resting between the pains. My daughter is not going to die!”

He turned his back to the others, groping for the wine pitcher. Like Guillaume, he had generally managed to be somewhere else during his wife’s confinements. At the moment, he hated Edgar passionately for causing Catherine to be in such danger. Even more, Hubert feared that this was simply a continuation of God’s punishment on him. But was the divine retribution for letting himself be baptized rather than slaughtered with his mother and sisters? Or was it for returning to the Jewish faith of his ancestors? If he knew which, he could repent, but no sign had been sent to tell him, so he simply muddled on. And upstairs, Catherine’s suffering continued.

The door opened. The men all stood. Solomon put a hand on Edgar’s arm.

Marie stood in the doorway. The look in her eyes made Edgar’s heart jolt.

“We tried,” she said. “The child was turned wrong. We got it
out, but it was too late. It had strangled on the cord.”

Edgar tried to speak but couldn’t get his mouth to move.

“And Catherine?” Guillaume said it for him.

“She’s alive,” Marie said. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “The bleeding isn’t too bad. If we can stop it, if she doesn’t get the fever, if she doesn’t die of grief, she’ll survive to go through this again. I did.”

She leaned against the door, worn with the hours of fruitless work, and glared at all of them for being male. Guillaume ignored the look and went to her. She buried her face in his shoulder, crying.

Edgar fell back into his chair, too numb to cry. Catherine was alive; that was all that mattered.

“Can I see her?” he asked.

“We’ve given her a sleeping potion,” Marie told him. “They’re cleaning her now and putting her to bed. You may look in on her when they’ve finished, if you don’t wake her.”

“And the baby?” Hubert added.

“We can bury her with the ones I lost, in the corner of the garden, by the chapel wall,” Marie answered.

They all knew the child couldn’t be buried in consecrated ground since it hadn’t lived to be baptized.

Edgar lifted his head. “It was a girl?”

“It would have been,” Marie said. She wiped her eyes and nose on her husband’s sleeve, turned and went back up the stairs.

“Edgar …” Solomon began. He searched for some words of comfort, thought of none and then realized that Edgar wouldn’t have heard them anyway. Instead he sat on the floor next to his friend, hoping that his presence would be comfort enough.

Hubert sighed and left the room, followed by Guillaume. Catherine was alive; that was all that mattered. She was the one child who loved him despite knowing his darkest secret. The one who had his mother’s face. Losing her would have been more than he could bear.

But there was nothing more he could do. It was time to return to his own business.

At the final turn in the stairway before the Great Hall, Guillaume caught Hubert’s arm.

“Father,” he said, “how could you have let that man stay with us at such a time?”


“But Edgar is her husband,” Hubert answered, bewildered.

Guillaume glared at him. “Not Edgar, that associate of yours,” he said. “That Jew. Did it ever occur to you that he might have done something to make Catherine’s pregnancy go wrong?”

“Guillaume!” Hubert was frightened by the vehemence of his son’s accusation. He wished he had the courage to tell him that Solomon wasn’t some chance trading partner but his own nephew, the son of his lost brother, Jacob, and blood cousin to Catherine and Guillaume himself. Catherine knew and accepted the fact. But his other daughter, Agnes, had found out by accident the summer before and hadn’t spoken to him since. This was not the time to enlighten Guillaume about family connections.

“You’re speaking nonsense,” Hubert said at last. “Solomon is devoted to Catherine. He has been since they were children and played together at the fairs. I could always trust him to look out for her while I was doing business. And he and Edgar are good friends. Solomon would never hurt them.”

“But it is known that those people are adept at potions and evil magic,” Guillaume responded.

“I don’t know it,” Hubert answered him sharply. “And neither do you. If that were so, there’d be no children born dead among the Jews. You’ve only to see their cemetery at Saint-Denis to know that’s not true.”

Guillaume shook himself as if to rid his head of a nightmare. Reluctantly, he nodded. “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” he said. “But it seems strange that Solomon showed up the evening before Catherine’s pains started.”

“He brought a message for me, from the silversmith Baruch at Saint-Denis,” Hubert explained. “The abbey has more work for us.”

He knew that was a good way to end any conversation with Guillaume. His son was not proud that Hubert’s wealth came from trade. Never mind that it had bought Guillaume military training, a wife from the lower nobility and a position as castellan for Abbot Suger. It was embarrassing. Hubert sighed. That was the penalty for raising one’s son to better things.

They entered the Great Hall. A little boy broke away from his nurse and ran to them. He was about three years old. He had the
golden curls of his mother but dark eyes that made him irresistible to the ladies already, as well as a curve to his nostrils and a tint to his skin that might have betrayed his Jewish ancestry, if anyone had thought to look for it.

“Papa!” he shouted as he threw himself into Guillaume’s arms. “Do I have a new cousin?”

Guillaume held him close, remembering once again the joyous relief he had felt when they had told him that this child would live.

“No, Gerard,” Hubert answered for him. “The baby didn’t survive, but Aunt Catherine will be all right.”

Clumsily, the boy blessed himself. Guillaume nodded approval. The nurse was doing her job.

“Is it in heaven, then?” Gerard asked.

Guillaume opened his mouth to lie. But he couldn’t. “Only Our Lord knows that,” he equivocated.

The child seemed satisfied. At this point in his life, God was just a force, like the king or abbot or his father, to be feared or ignored as need dictated.

Hubert smiled on him. He doted on his grandson as well as Guillaume and Marie’s second child, a daughter, born the previous summer. It would have been nice for them to have a cousin.

“I have to go meet with the silversmith,” Hubert repeated. “I’ll be back at first light to see Catherine. Ask Solomon to stay with Edgar for the night. He’ll need a friend.”

 



It was past dark when Hubert arrived at the house of Baruch, which was in the town of Saint-Denis, which surrounded the great abbey. He was admitted at once.

“Shalom,” Baruch greeted him. “You look terrible. Is anything wrong?”

Hubert told him.

“Thank the Almighty One your daughter survived,” Baruch consoled.

“I do,” Hubert said. “Now, what is this Solomon was telling me about a parcel of pearls and gold chain?”

“Prior Hervé summoned me to the abbey today,” Baruch explained. “It seems that Natan ben Judah has been to see him, offering this parcel at a suspiciously low price.”


“What was his story?” Hubert asked.

“Natan told the prior that he had taken the gems as pledge from a nobleman in England who has since lost his lands in the war there and can’t redeem them.”

“What does Prior Hervé say to that?” Hubert grinned.

“The prior is no fool,” Baruch said. “He says the pearls have the look of having been pried loose from something. There are scratches on them, bits of glue. And he suspects the chain may have been part of a censer.”

Hubert nodded. “The anarchy in England has allowed many people to acquire church property, some from looting in the course of battle. But I can’t imagine Natan entering a church for any reason, even theft. His story could be true. How the nobleman came by the parcel is not his concern.”

“I agree,” Baruch said. “But if Natan knew the property was stolen from a church, would he have refused to take it, as you and I would? This dealing in their holy objects is bad for all of us. Oh, forgive me, do you want some ale?”

“Yes.” Hubert answered the second question first. He took a long draught and set the cup down with a clink. “I don’t trust Natan,” he said. “He’s been known to buy horses and sheep from men who clearly couldn’t have been the true owners. But up to now, he’s only been an animal trader. This is the first I’ve heard of his dealing in gems. I wouldn’t have thought he knew anything about them. What price did he ask of the prior?”

“Two marks,” Baruch answered. “That’s what roused Hervé’s suspicions.”

Hubert smiled. “It’s a good thing he went to Hervé and not to Abbot Suger. The prior may not be a scholar, but he’s a sharp trader. He knows the tricks. Suger would simply have thought it was another example of good fortune attending his building program.”

“Good or bad, who knows?” Baruch said. “I don’t like it when the Edomites can point a finger at us, even at one like Natan.”

“It’s true, he could cause trouble for us all,” Hubert said. “Perhaps if the matter is taken up with the entire community of Paris we can exert enough pressure to convince Natan to change his ways. I’ll ask my brother.”

“Perhaps.” Baruch sounded doubtful. “He doesn’t seem to care
much for the opinion of the community. But for now, what am I to tell Prior Hervé?”

“Don’t worry, my friend,” Hubert sighed. “I’ll speak with him. He has so many other concerns that he should be happy to leave this one to us.”

Baruch smiled sadly at his old friend. “You have enough worries of your own, Hubert. This life is too hard on you. Why don’t you simply give up the pretense and rejoin us? You can go to my cousin in Arles and start again.”

Hubert shook his head as he rose. “It’s a kind offer,” he said. “But it’s too late. I’m not truly a Jew anymore, even if I only move through the rituals of being a Christian. I have responsibilities and people I love. I can’t abandon them now. Catherine says that her Master Abelard teaches that it is our intentions that are judged, more than our acts. My only hope is that the Almighty One knows that I’m doing the best I can with what He has given me.”

“How could He not?” Baruch asked. “Now, where are you going? Not to bed so soon? Don’t you want to sit up a while, have some cheese, play a friendly game of tric-trac?”

“Thank you, no,” Hubert said, as he continued on his way to the stairs. “It’s been too long a day. I can’t bear hearing my child crying out like that and not be able to ease her pain.”

“I know,” Baruch said. “There’s nothing worse. Here, take another cup with you. You may wake up in the night and need it. Sleep well. May your dreams be empty of omens.”

 


The little oil lamp by the bed sent flickers and shadows across Catherine’s face as though the spirits of light and dark were fighting over her still. She lay motionless, her skin so pale that Edgar had to put his mouth to hers and feel her breath before he was reassured that she was alive.

Gingerly, he laid his hand on her stomach. It felt spongy, like a sack of new cheese. He swallowed and tried not to imagine further.

“Edgar?”

Her eyes were still closed and her voice so soft that he thought he must have imagined it. Then her lashes moved and there was the glint of tears in the lamplight.

“I’m sorry, Edgar,” she said. “I failed. It never even cried.”


None of the thousand things that raced through his mind seemed adequate to tell her what he was feeling. He bent over and, very carefully, kissed her.

At first, she didn’t respond at all; then she put her arms around him. He knelt by the bed, afraid to jostle it and hurt her more. After a moment, she lowered her arms, too exhausted even for comfort.

“Stillborn, they said,” she sighed. “Its soul is lost now. Poor baby, wandering alone … all alone.”

“Catherine,” Edgar said quickly. “Don’t think about it now. You have to rest.”

“I’m cold,” she answered. “Hold me.”

He could tell that she was still hazy from the sleeping potion. She spoke as if from another world. If frightened him to think how close she had come to leaving this one. It wasn’t the first time she had been in danger of death, but it was the first time he had been the one responsible for putting her in danger. Her request was no problem. He wanted nothing more than to hold her, to reassure himself from one instant to the next that her heart was still beating. He took off his shoes and lifted the covers to slip in beside her.

“Saint Margaret’s sacred milk! What do you think you’re doing here!”

Edgar lost his balance and landed on the floor with a thump. The midwife was standing over him with a pitcher in one hand and a clay cup in the other.

“You foul mesel!” she shrieked. “Thinking of your own lusts after what she’s been through. You don’t touch her until she’s been churched, young man. And if you have trouble with that, I’ll be happy to give you a kick that will put the idea out of your mind even longer.”

“Edgar?” Catherine’s hand appeared over the edge of the bed, groping for him. “Are you all right?”

Edgar scrambled to his feet. He patted Catherine’s hand on his way up. Then, straightening himself to his full six feet, he glared down at the midwife.

“No one, not even you,” he said clearly, “has the right to tell me how to care for my wife. I will stay here as long as she needs me. You will not speak to me in that tone again.”

The woman glared back at him, her jaw clenched. Then she
turned and stomped from the room. She turned at the doorway.

“I will return only when this foreigner, this English, is gone,” she announced. “Or, my lady Catherine, when you decide which of us you need more.”

Edgar maintained his glare until the woman had flounced out. Then he looked ruefully at Catherine. “I’m sorry, leoffedest,” he said. “I don’t like being treated like some serf of the family. It’s been harder these past few months. I’m used to having a place in the world.”

Catherine tried to smile. “I know. Are you sorry now you married me?”

“Absolutely not,” he said, and he meant it.

He bent over and kissed her again, to assure her. As he released her, her hand dropped to her stomach. She pushed at it and gave a cry.

“Edgar, my stomach! It squishes like a bag of new cheese! That’s disgusting! Oh, sweet Saint Melania, what’s happened to me?”

Samonie, the maid, came in just then to find Catherine in tears with Edgar hovering over her like an ill-fed egret repeating that everything would be fine, and that cheese had never even occurred to him. Samonie had no idea what was happening, but she took pity on him and guided him out of the room.

“Catherine will be better soon,” she told him. “Give her time to rest and accept what has happened. Come back tomorrow. Bring her a rose.”

“A rose?” Edgar stopped. “It’s midwinter.”

“That’s right,” Samonie answered. “So you should be kept well occupied in finding one.”

 


At the bottom of the staircase he found Catherine’s cousin, Solomon, in the process of pulling on his warm hose. His cloak and boots lay on the bench next to him.

“What are you doing?” Edgar asked. “You can’t be leaving now; it’s pitch dark out.”

“I believe my claim to hospitality here has worn thin,” Solomon told him. “Your brother-in-law has said clearly that tonight they plan to have pork sausage. He looked straight at me in a very pointed manner as he spoke. I got the feeling he would be happy to excuse me.”


“Guillaume does have a certain lordly way about him,” Edgar admitted. “I don’t think he’s accepted me into the family yet. I wonder what he would do if he found out you were already a member.”

“I don’t want to wonder.” Solomon shuddered.

“Well, I find it an interesting intellectual problem,” Edgar continued, seating himself next to him on the bench. “You know, I feel more comfortable with you than with anyone I’ve met in France, except Catherine, of course. Certainly more than any other of her family. Why should that be? Let’s see, if I’m Guillaume’s brother-in-law and you’re his cousin—”

“Not-in-law,” Solomon interrupted.

“What does that make us?” Edgar finished.

Solomon fluttered his lashes. “Too closely connected ever to marry?” He smiled sweetly.

Edgar cuffed him hard enough to knock him off the bench. “You are no scholar,” he said.

“And you are no knight,” Solomon replied. “I barely felt that. But,” he continued, “my unscholarly opinion is that we’re friends because we’re both foreigners here.”

“You’re not a foreigner,” Edgar argued. “You were born in Paris!”

“I was born a Jew,” Solomon said quietly. “I’m a foreigner everywhere. Is there any more wine in the pitcher, do you think? I wouldn’t mind a cup for the journey.”

“Take what you like,” Edgar replied absently. He circled the room, scuffing at the rushes, peering into the corners.

“What are you looking for?” Solomon asked as he poured.

“A bit of wood.”

“What for?”

“I have to make a rose for Catherine.”

 


Solomon left the keep soon after and set off into the black night. He cursed his own pride as he slid on the ice in the wagon ruts of the road. He could have supped on bread and wine and left for Saint-Denis in the morning. But he would rather freeze to death than stay in a place where he was considered less respectable than the dogs under the tables.

He slipped again and landed on his knees, the frozen mud jarring
his bones. From the church at Saint-Denis, three miles distant, he heard the bells calling the monks to prayer.

Even out here, he thought. It’s all around me. I am trapped in a land that will never accept me, amid people I can never trust.

He shouldn’t have had that last cup of wine. Red wine always made him maudlin.

He reached the river Croult and turned east for Saint-Denis, keeping an eye peeled for a likely spot to cross. The river split into two branches, north and south of the village, and then rejoined to make a dignified entrance to the Seine, barely a mile away. There was a glaze of ice on the river, but Solomon didn’t trust it and, while the water was no more than a foot or so deep, he had no desire to walk the last mile in boots that squelched and with feet cold as the welcome given him by his cousin, Guillaume.

He was so busy watching his step in the road and looking for a ford that he nearly caught his neck on the thin rope stretched across the way, tied to trees on either side of the river. Someone must have left it earlier in the day, while there was still light to find solid footing. Holding on to it with one hand, Solomon tested the bank with his feet. Yes, there were stones across the stream in a line straight enough to cross on.

He gave the rope a quick pull. Although it was no thicker than his finger, it didn’t give. It would be enough to keep his balance with as he eased from one slippery rock to the next. Cautiously, he started across.

The man must have been watching all along. He waited until Solomon was in the middle, one foot braced on a rock point, the other reaching for the next.

“Hé! Malfé!” he taunted. “A cold night for a journey. Afraid to baptize your toes in the river?”

“Cold, indeed, friend,” Solomon answered, planting his left foot firmly on the next rock. “One doesn’t have to be the devil to mislike wading on a night cold as this.”

He swung his right arm over so that he was holding on with both hands and both feet were on the rock. He looked over his right shoulder. The man hadn’t moved. He was too far back in the shadows for Solomon to make out his features. He could be just another traveler, caught by winter darkness, trying to get home, but Solomon was not about to assume anything so harmless.


“What will you pay for dry feet?” the man asked as he gently shook the rope.

“Abbot Suger has given you the tolls for this elegant bridge?” Solomon responded as he gauged the distance to solid ground. “Or have you set up to compete with the Trecines Bridge?”

There was one more rock. Could he make it to the other side before the man made his move? He slid his hands along the rope and prepared to leap.

He let go just in time as the man jerked hard on the rope in an effort to throw him into the river.

Solomon scrambled up the bank as the man tried to push him back. Despite having the upper ground, the assailant wasn’t strong enough to stop him. He realized his misjudgment quickly and backed away as Solomon approached.

“I have a knife!” he yelled in panic.

“Do you?” Solomon answered. “Let’s see it, then!”

As he spoke he drew his own knife, not the stubby one he kept for the table but the long one he kept sheathed and tied to his left arm by a leather strap. Even in the dim starlight, it glinted menacingly. The man moved back another step, into a tree.

“Don’t kill me,” he begged. “I’m only a poor farmer, but I’ll give you whatever I have.”

Solomon considered. “What’s that you’re carrying?” he asked. “A weapon?”

“Only food, grain and beans for my family,” the man answered. “It’s alms from the monks at the abbey. Our crop was bad this year and we’ve nothing left. You wouldn’t have my children starve, would you?”

“Show me,” Solomon ordered.

He was puzzled by the sudden change in the man, from bluster to whine. Did this peasant really believe Solomon was an outlaw about to slit his throat? Was the man really no more than some villein bringing back food for his family? His lack of a knife would suggest it. Still, there was something wrong about the whole business. Solomon felt a frisson at the back of his neck.

The man was waiting for someone. Maybe several someones, armed and accustomed to casual murder. He was stalling until they arrived to save him.

The man dropped the bag and began to open it slowly, apparently
struggling with the knots. Solomon kicked him away from it and picked it up.

“If this truly came from the monks,” he said, “I’ll see that your family gets it tomorrow. If not … then I suggest you cross the river now and follow your nose north before your friends discover your cowardice. Now!”

The man felt the prick of the knife in his back as he hesitated. Quickly, he splashed across, his boots slipping on the rocks. As soon as he had reached the other side, Solomon slashed at the icy rope until the knife frayed it and it snapped. The rope fell into the water and the peasant grabbed it and pulled it to his side of the river, winding it around his arm.

“This won’t stop them, you know,” he shouted to Solomon. “They have horses. Big horses … and dogs. They have swords and crossbows and …”

He realized he had gone too far. A force like that would be heard for miles in the still evening. But Solomon wasn’t about to wait to find out how much the man had exaggerated. He threw the sack over his shoulder and ran for the town.

Luckily, the guard at the Pontoise Gate knew him and merely waved him through. “More goods for the abbot?” he asked without much interest as he closed the door behind them. “I hope he pays you more than me for freezing your nache off on a night like this.”

“Not likely,” Solomon grunted. “I’m just the messenger boy.”

“Well, a good night to you, anyway,” the guard answered. “On a night like this, I look forward to Hell, just to warm my toes again.”

“Save me a place when you get there,” Solomon agreed. “If the bishops haven’t taken all the best seats.”

The guard laughed and returned to the gatehouse. Solomon continued through the quiet streets until he reached the wall of Baruch’s house. Baruch had long ago given him the key to the door by the stables. He took care to lock it again behind him.

There was an oil lamp hanging on a hook near the still-glowing hearth. Solomon took a spill from the kindling box and ignited it on the coals. He lit the lamp from that. He pulled off his gloves, holding his hands over the coals until he could feel his fingers again. Then he turned his attention to the bag.

The knots were pulled tight. Doubt again hit him. Had the man
been telling the truth? He cut the cords and opened the bag. Grain fell out onto the stone floor. Baruch’s wife would be furious with him for making such a mess. He reached gingerly inside the bag. There was something cold and hard stashed in the center. Slowly he took it out and held it up to the light. It sparkled, silver, gold, red and green. The monks had certainly been very generous with their alms. He shook the grain off the thing and then gasped in horror as he realized what it was. He dropped it with a loud clank.

Quickly, he stepped away from it, rubbing his hands against his braies to wipe away the very feel of the thing.

He had thought it was a cup, stolen from some lord’s table. But there was no mistaking what the peasant had been carrying.

It was a chalice.





Two

The home of Baruch, silversmith of Saint-Denis, Friday, January 10,
 1141/1, Shebat, Rosh Hodesh 4901

 


Concessimus etiam ut Judei, qui ad presens sunt vel habendi sunt in burgo seu in castello sancti Dionysii, usque ad quinque, cum familiis suis liberi sint ab omni justicia nostra, et ab omni exactione nostra, tantum sub jure vel justicia sint abbatis.

 


We have granted that the Jews who are at present living in
 the village or the citadel of Saint-Denis, up to five
 householders with their families, are to be free of all our
 judgments and our taxes, and that they be placed under the
 jurisdiction of the abbot.

—Privilege of Louis VI granted in 1111 and renewed by his son,
 Louis VII, in 1143

 


 





“Get rid of it!” Baruch stood across the room from the chalice. “I don’t want it in my house. How could you have brought such a thing here?”

“I didn’t know it was in the bag,” Solomon said. “The man said it was food from the abbey.”

“I won’t be dragged into the wickedness of the Christians,” Baruch insisted. “Let them traffic in their own idolatrous wares. Throw it in the midden, or even better, the river. I won’t have it near me.”

“There are plenty of brethren who will,” Solomon retorted. “Are you telling me you never took their holy vessels as pledges?”

“Never!” Baruch lifted his chin proudly. “I don’t care what Rabbi Solomon said. It’s trafficking in sacrificial wares. And I pity those who are driven by necessity or greed to do so. Such a thing can only bring a curse upon our house.”

“Calm yourself, Baruch. You can give it to me,” Hubert interrupted. He had been awakened by Baruch’s cry of horror at seeing Solomon’s find and, hurrying downstairs, had been greeted by the sight of the two men standing across the room from the golden cup, glaring at it as if it were a griffin poised to strike at them.

“I’ll take it to the prior,” Hubert continued, “and tell him that it was found near my son’s keep. I doubt it was stolen from the abbey. They guard their treasure too closely now for theft, but Hervé may know where it came from. He can deal with the problem of returning it. Is that acceptable to you, Solomon?”

“Of course,” Solomon answered. “I don’t want it any more than Baruch.”

Hubert rubbed his eyes. He wasn’t completely awake yet. His sleep had been heavy and full of dreams that he couldn’t remember but which upset him all the same. Something was amiss.

“Solomon, what are you doing here?” he asked. “I thought you were staying with Edgar last night.”

“Your son convinced me I’d prefer staying with my own people,”
Solomon answered. “Don’t worry. When I left, Catherine was already resting more comfortably. Edgar had spoken with her. He said she showed no signs of fever.”

“That is a comfort,” Hubert answered. “I could not have borne to lose her.” He sighed and returned to the problem at hand. “It’s too early to go bothering the monks; they’ll all still be at their prayers. Give me some bread and cheese and a cup of ale to fortify me for the ordeal and then I’ll take this jeweled monstrosity off your hands.”

He took it from the table and examined it carefully. Hubert had started out as a dealer in wine and spices, but during the years he had been supplying the abbot of Saint-Denis with these provisions he had also become more and more involved with Abbot Suger’s quest for precious jewels to glorify his abbey church or to sell to finance its rebuilding. Hubert had of necessity developed some knowledge of craftsmanship and quality.

“However much you may abhor its use,” he commented to Solomon and Baruch as they brought in the bread and cheese, “one can’t help but admire the beauty of the work. See how each pearl and garnet in the foot is set into the filigree. The silver wire is almost as thin as a strand of hair.”

Baruch kept his eyes on the cheese he was cutting. “Lovely, no doubt,” he grunted. “Although either of my apprentices could do better. But a pig in silk is still a pig. And no less forbidden for all its fine wrapping.”

Hubert nodded. In his heart, he agreed. He chewed thoughtfully awhile; then something occurred to him.

“Solomon,” he asked, “did anyone see you with this thing? Could the man you took it from recognize you again?”

“The only one who saw me was the guard at the west gate, Maro, I think he’s called. He asked me no questions about the bag. As for the thief I stole this from, I never got a good look at his face and I doubt he saw mine. I’d know his voice again, though.”

“Are you quite sure he was a thief?” Hubert prodded.

Solomon squirmed on his bench. “Nearly certain,” he said. “He didn’t have the air of a man protecting his own property, but of one who feared being caught in a crime.”

Hubert shook his head. “All the same, I wish you’d left it on the road for the first traveler of the day to pick up.”

“Perhaps I should have let the mescrûus caiel throw me into the
Croult, bash my head in and add my purse to his collection,” Solomon suggested angrily. “Or I could have taken it to Natan, instead. He would have pried out the jewels and melted the gold into bars before dawn and asked no questions.”

“And slit your throat to be sure you gave no answers!” Hubert answered. “Don’t be a fool, Solomon.”

“Dayenu!” Baruch raised his hands, palms out. “Enough of this arguing. Forgive my bad temper, Solomon. You acted just as anyone might, meeting a stranger alone in the dark. I was wrong to chastise you. Hubert will take the chalice away with him and we will never speak of it again.”

Hubert wrapped the golden cup in an old sack and shoved it to the bottom of his pack. He wished he had any confidence that the matter could be disposed of so easily. It was tempting to consider taking the chalice apart and creating something else from it, something secular. Thieves did it all the time. He was probably a fool for taking it to the prior. A chalice this elaborate didn’t come from some village parish church. Somewhere there were powerful people who wanted it back—influential churchmen or robber barons or both, working together. Hubert sighed and thought fleetingly of a little house in Aries where he could sit all day and study the Law. Then he forced his attention back to reality, hefted the bag to his shoulder and set off for the abbey.

 


The morning was icy. It was so cold that even the light seemed to creak as it forced its way through the slits in the windows of the women’s room.

Catherine lay beneath a mound of coverlets and furs, but she was still freezing. And there was a numb frost that lay in her heart and seeped through her body, worse than the harshness of winter.

Both of them could have been warmed by having Edgar lying beside her.

That stupid woman! Did she think there was only one reason for her husband to want to share her bed? She remembered all the nights they had lain together, holding each other and whispering nonsense, laughing sometimes so loudly that a boot would bounce against the bed curtains, reminding them that others in the hall wanted to sleep.

And now, when she needed him most, they had shut her up in a
place almost as restricted as the convent, only allowing him to visit for a few minutes. They didn’t want him to worry her, they said. Idiots, every one of them! What about his worry, his grief? Didn’t they have the right to mourn together?

Catherine?

She opened her eyes. She didn’t look around for the person who had spoken. All the other women and children were asleep. Catherine sighed. She had never been sure if the voices in her mind were angels or demons, conscience or madness, or just the memory of all the admonitions of Sister Bertrada, who had supervised her morals and behavior during her days at the Paraclete. All she knew was that they surfaced at the most annoying times.

Catherine, they repeated. You are not alone. Have faith.

Catherine clenched her teeth. She was not in a mood to be told that God had not forsaken her. She wasn’t ready yet to forgive God for letting her child die without even the promise of heaven. And if those voices were reminding her that they were always with her, she wanted none of it. They were welcome to go harass some other poor fatua.

“Catherine?”

“Leave … me … alone!” she begged, putting her hands over her ears.

Wait. That voice was real.

“It’s all right, dear. I know how you feel.”

Her sister-in-law, Marie, was standing beside the bed. “I was up early and had the cook steep some herbs and honey for you. I think I strained most of the leaves out.”

She uncovered the thick clay bowl. Steam rose from it.

Catherine smiled an apology and pushed herself to a sitting position. She took the bowl in both hands and drank the posset down in one long draught. Much of the heat had already escaped but there was enough to warm her a bit.

“Thank you.” She handed the bowl back. Marie patted her cheek and smiled in sympathy. Catherine felt the tears gather at the edges of her eyes. “How can we bear it?” she asked.

Marie shook her head. “I don’t know how,” she answered. “We just do. Most of us. I’m not a theologian, Catherine. I don’t really understand why, if we are in this life only to prepare for the next, we
should want so deeply to live here and now. I don’t know why, when we try our best to obey God’s law, we should still be given such pain. I asked Father Anselm once, and he said the desire for pleasure was a snare of the devil and we should accept the pain as our lot. But I don’t think he was any more satisfied with his answer than I was.”

In earlier days, Catherine would have been happy to explain various theories of temptation and salvation, but now she only nodded. Life was certainly much easier when she had set it out in sententiae, with all the positions of the Fathers of the Church in neat rows. She wondered if Saint Augustine had been able to remain philosophical when his son had died. She would have to look it up when she was better.

“Marie,” she said, “if they won’t let Edgar stay with me up here, can’t I be moved back down to one of the alcoves off the Hall?”

Marie shook her head firmly. “You mustn’t be jostled yet, not until we’re sure the bleeding has stopped. Furthermore, you need to rest. You’ve had a hard time. It always takes a while to get your strength back, even when everything goes well.”

Catherine gave the fur coverlet a feeble, frustrated thump. Dust rose from it, making her sneeze.

“Aiee!” she cried. Her eyes crossed. “Now I know why Saint Perpetua didn’t fear the gladiator’s sword. It couldn’t have hurt more than childbirth.”

Marie nodded calmly, checking under the covers to make sure Catherine hadn’t caused any damage with the sneeze.

“I suspect,” she said, “that’s why most of the stories of the female martyrs make such a fuss about their being virgins. Now you see why you shouldn’t be moved.”

“But I will go mad just lying here,” Catherine answered. “Where’s Edgar? Will you let him come in when the other women have wakened and dressed?”

“He was sitting by the hearth when I passed through the Hall on my way up here,” Marie told her. “I don’t think he slept last night. Of course he may visit you when the others have gone.”

There was a moment of silence. Catherine sighed again. “Guillaume must have told you how many stillborn children our mother had,” she said. “At least two between his birth and mine, then several
after Agnes and little Roger. I remember once, after she had miscarried, sitting on the staircase listening to the men telling my father it was no great tragedy. He could make another child all that much sooner. They laughed at his grief. Such ‘comfort’ would only hurt Edgar. We need each other now.”

“I’ll do what I can, if you’ll be quiet for now and try to go back to sleep.”

Marie started to smooth the covers, then, remembering the dust, let them be.

She found Edgar sitting on a stool by the fire, just as he had been all night. There were wood shavings all around him and he was rubbing at something with a cloth. As she approached, he held it out to her.

“Catherine’s rose,” he said. “It’s the best I can do for now. You may look at it but I will give it to her myself.”

Marie took the flat piece of wood. Edgar had made the rose in relief, so that it appeared to be floating just above the surface. The oak was not of good quality; the work had been done quickly; but all the same, there was something about it that was more than merely a crude representation of a flower. The petals were just opening and Marie felt that if she touched one, it would move, revealing the heart of the rose. Carefully she handed it back to Edgar.

“Did you make this with magic?” she asked.

“No.” He smiled. “I made it with love.”

 


Hervé, prior of Saint-Denis, looked gravely at the chalice Hubert had placed on the table before him.

“It is exquisite,” he sighed. “But not from the abbey. I have never seen it before, I’m sure. If it was stolen, there will certainly be a clamor put out against the thieves. We may hear of it.”

“You think it may not have been stolen?” Hubert asked.

Hervé sighed again. “Perhaps, perhaps not. You know as well as I do, Hubert, that such things are sold or pawned often enough. Some priests are venal, others care more for feeding the poor than having splendid vessels for the altar. If they must find a way to save their flock in time of famine, they might prefer to trade the fine church treasures for food. If that is what happened, then we may never discover where it came from. I’m only relieved that this hasn’t been
dismantled, like the pieces the man, Natan, tried to sell me. You should warn Baruch that traders such as he can only bring trouble on his people.”

“Baruch knows that well, Prior Hervé,” Hubert assured him.

Hervé lifted the chalice and examined the stem. “Was there anything else found with it?” he asked.

“It was in a sack of grain,” Hubert told him. “Nothing but that. What else were you thinking of, the paten?”

At first the prior seemed not to be disposed to answer him. Then he leaned closer and whispered, “There have been rumors that the altar vessels of the churches are not all that is being traded recently.” His voice tightened in horror. “I have heard that the blessed saints themselves are being kidnapped from their homes and their reliquaries, even their holy bodies, violated and broken into pieces by soulless demons in the form of men.”

“How can that be?” Hubert asked. “The saints protect their relics, don’t they, as they do the churches where they are venerated? Would not any man who committed such an act be struck down at once?”

Hervé nodded. “I would have thought so. Perhaps the saints have allowed it as a punishment on their congregations for not caring for them properly. They may be using these thieves in their search for a more worthy resting place. But I feel it is sacrilege all the same.”

“So do I,” Hubert agreed. “And I want no part in such matters. If the saints wish to find new homes, I hope they never ask my aid in transporting them.”

The prior was quiet a moment, his lips pursed in heavy consideration. “And yet,” he said slowly, “if they did ask, we could hardly dare to refuse them.”

He stared at Hubert as if sizing him up for the Last Judgment.

Hubert felt a sense of disquiet in the pit of his stomach that had nothing to do with the bread and cheese resting there. He knew well that Abbot Suger believed that any treasure that came to Saint-Denis was intended to be there by the grace of God and Saint Denis himself, who naturally desired the further glory of his abbey and of France. If a valuable relic were brought to his door, no argument would convince Suger that it was as a result of the larceny of men rather than the will of the saint in question.


“My Lord Prior.” Hubert held his hands up to ward off any request. “I am only a simple merchant. I buy wine and spices and occasionally agree to carry a few small trinkets out of respect for the good abbot. I’m sure none of the saints would consider me worthy of their notice. I would not so presume.”

“Your humility honors you, Hubert.” Prior Hervé folded his hands across his robe and smiled. “But, as we know, God often chooses the most humble of his children to serve him.”

There was a rumble from Hubert’s bowels. “I beg your pardon, Prior Hervé,” he said quickly. However, he fully agreed with his inner opinion. Still, there was nothing left but to face the inevitable. “I am, of course, always at the service of Our Lord. I seek only to serve him through serving you and Abbot Suger, his good servants.”

“Nicely put,” the prior said. “There is something more you should be aware of. We have had word from Archbishop Hugh of Rouen that one of the priests of his diocese was found murdered recently, his throat cut by brigands on the road.”

Hubert crossed himself. It was the fear of every merchant. “The poor man!” he said. “But what has that to do with us?”

“The archbishop has given me to understand that this priest, a Father Geronce, was carrying something of great value with him at the time, something that had been taken by stealth from the church of Salisbury and that he had vowed to deliver safely to Archbishop Hugh.”

Hubert’s eyes flickered toward the chalice.

“Yes.” Hervé nodded. “I believe that may come from the same hoard. It has the look of English work. Archbishop Hugh believes those who attacked the priest knew what he carried. Father Geronce was traveling with another man, a canon of Paris, as I understand.”

“Was it he who reported the theft?” Hubert asked.

“No, the man has vanished,” Hervé replied. “Whether he has also been killed or is instead in league with the brigands, I have no guess. Warn your friend Baruch of this.”

“I’m sure Baruch would have no dealings with murderers or thieves,” Hubert insisted.

“Perhaps not,” Hervé said. “But his people do not respect our holy things and many of them have a great resentment toward all Christians. He should be reminded of the tolerance we of Saint-Denis
have shown the Jews, allowing them to flourish in our midst.”

Hubert forced his teeth to unclench. “I will do so,” he said and bowed.

“Thank you.” Hervé smiled. “And we shall be sure to remember you in our prayers. Now I sense that you are eager to be about your business. Thank you for your honesty in bringing this to me. I will let you know if I find the true owner. If it is from Salisbury, the archbishop may decide to reward you for your help.”

Hubert rose and made his way from the prior’s house, through the gate and out into the courtyard between the row of smaller churches and the looming grandeur of the half-finished abbey church. The narthex of Saint-Denis had been dedicated with great ceremony last summer and the work on the choir begun soon after. Now construction had been halted for the winter, but even incomplete, the church seemed too powerful for him. Hubert hunched his shoulders and quickened his pace toward the gateway. He pulled his cloak more tightly and bent his head into the wind. They would find him out one day; he knew they would.

He cringed inside his cloak. The air crying through the towers reminded him of the screams of his sisters and his mother as the crusaders dragged them away to be slain. The people of Rouen had done nothing to save his family from the soldiers of God. Only he had been spared, hidden by a neighbor to whom he had run for help. The family had adopted him, baptized him, changed his name and raised him to be a good Christian merchant.

What would his mother say to him, if she knew he had remained with the people who murdered her? Her martyred soul must cry out every time he denied his faith.

“Lord, forgive me,” he whispered.

The feeling of impending doom lay on him until he was back within the walls of Baruch’s home.

“What’s wrong?” Baruch’s wife asked, as she took his cloak and handed it to a maid. “Did the prior accuse you of stealing from the church?”

“No, no, everything is fine,” Hubert answered. “I’m just tormented by the weather and my stomach.”

“Ah, if that’s all, I can help you,” she said. “There’s a fine pot of fish soup hanging above the fire at this very moment. I’ll have some
sent to you. Baruch is waiting upstairs to speak with you. Solomon is still with him.”

“Thank you.” He made an effort to smile. It was not as difficult as he had feared.

“May the Almighty One bless you,” Baruch said perfunctorily as Hubert entered. “Well, what did the prior say?”

“He’s worried about holy objects being stolen and traded,” Hubert answered. “He said you should concern yourself with Natan’s activities.”

“Does he think the community here would engage in the kind of business that one does!” Baruch rose angrily.

“Sit down,” Hubert said calmly. “No, he gave no indication that he had anything but respect for you. He only implied that anything Natan did would reflect on all of us … you, I mean.”

“As if I didn’t know that already.” Baruch shook his head.

The maid came in with a tray. On it was the soup for Hubert and cups of cider for all three men. They waited until she had left. Hubert drained his mug before he spoke again.

“What rumors have you heard, Baruch?” he asked. “Why is Natan, who is corrupt but neither brave nor very lucky, suddenly appearing with pearls and golden chains? This is a man who buys cows and horses from raiders who live in the forests and have no more need for churches than we do. Who has hired him and why?”

“If I knew that, Hubert,” Baruch answered, “I could start sleeping at night instead of lying awake worrying and listening to my hair falling out onto the pillow.” He rubbed the top of his head, where the hair had long ago completed its exodus. “But I have heard that Natan has been seen coming and going with great regularity”—he paused, took a deep breath, and continued—“from your brother’s house.”

Now Hubert stood in anger, splashing the soup over his legs as he rose. “How dare you say that my brother would have anything to do with that mamzer!” he shouted. “Eliazar is a pious man. He gives more than his allotment to the community. He reads the Law three hours every day. Even the parnas of Paris comes to consult with him. Of all the men I know, he is the most righteous. Didn’t he take in and raise Solomon when his father was lost to us? He even sheltered my daughter and her English husband at the risk of his own
life. He was under no commandment to help them. I will hear nothing against Eliazar!”

He sat down again, arms folded, and looked away from the others.

Baruch started to defend himself, but Solomon motioned to him to wait.

They waited.

After a moment, Hubert uncrossed his arms. “So,” he said. “What should we do about it?”

“Well.” Baruch leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Solomon and I do have a plan. Solomon says this English boy is uncommonly good with his hands for a nobleman. Is that true?”

“He carves bits of wood,” Hubert admitted. “I never really noticed.”

“You should,” Solomon said. “He once managed to convince the sculptors of Saint-Denis that he could carve stone.”

“Did he?” Hubert asked. “I had forgotten that. That’s right. It was here that he met my Catherine.”

The memory did not seem to enchant him.

“Nevertheless,” Baruch continued, “if he could fool the craftsman here, he must be very good. What I want to know is, how grateful is he to Eliazar for saving his life?”

 


Catherine was delighted with her rose.

“Is there something inside it?” she asked.

Like Marie, she had the sense that within the wooden petals there was a genuine flower.

“There will be, someday,” Edgar said. “I promise.”

He bent to kiss her. “Oh, Catherine, don’t start crying again.”

“I’m sorry,” she sniffed. “I don’t mean to. It’s lying here all day with nothing to do but think. If you could get me a book, maybe a good commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, I would stop this brooding.”

“In this place, carissima, it would be easier to find you a real rose.”

“Then tell me a story,” she said. “One of those from your land. You know, the ones with battles and dragons and such.”

“They never sound the same in your language,” Edgar complained.

“Then tell me a bit in yours,” she said.


He thought a moment. “I know.” He sat down cross-legged beside the bed, leaned his head against her and began reciting:



“Ongin mere secan, maewas ethel, 
onsite saenacan, thaet thu suth heonan 
ofer merelade, monnan findest.”




“I like that,” Catherine said. “It has a lot of those odd blowing sounds. What does it mean?”

“It’s part of a story—well, a letter, really, from a man who’s been exiled, asking his wife to come to him. ‘Follow me, across the ocean, the home of the gulls, over the seaway. South from here, you will find your husband,’” he translated. “But that’s not exactly it. You don’t have enough words for water in French.”

“There does seem to be a lot of it in all your stories,” Catherine said. “Did she go to him?”

“The story doesn’t say. What do you think?”

“I think she did,” Catherine answered.

She let her fingers slip though his long, pale hair. Would their daughter have had hair like his and eyes the color of storm clouds? Would she have learned to pronounce those funny “eth” sounds?

“Edgar, I think I could bear it if only she had lived to be baptized,” she blurted. “I keep imagining her like that man in your other story, who wandered all alone over the seas with no kin and no one to care for him. It’s not right.”

Edgar took her hand. “I know. I feel that way, too. But we must try to accept it, even if we don’t understand.”

There was a thumping on the stairs and a wheezing. Edgar got up quickly as the midwife came in to see how Catherine was doing.

“I’m leaving,” he said before she could start.

“I should hope so,” the woman grunted. “I hear you’re some sort of scholar, like they have in Paris. Is that why you’ve nothing better to do than come up here and worry your wife?”

She looked at him in disgust. Edgar could guess what she’d heard about the scholars of Paris. She seemed about to say more, but turned instead to Catherine.

“Better today, dear?” she asked. “Your color is back some. You haven’t been crying again?”


She glared at Edgar.

“What have you been saying to the poor thing?” she demanded.

“He said nothing,” Catherine told her. “It hurts us both very much that the child didn’t live long enough to be baptized.”

“Not baptized?” the midwife asked. “Who told you that?”

“She was stillborn,” Edgar said. “Marie told me she was dead when she appeared. How could she … .?”

“What do you learn in Paris, then?” the midwife asked. “The child was wiggling when I turned it. As soon as that little foot appeared, I dipped my hand in the holy water Father Anselm gave me and said as I pushed it around, ‘Child of God, I baptize thee in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. May Satan never claim thee.’ Just as I was taught.”

“You did?” Edgar and Catherine spoke together, so pleadingly that the midwife softened to them.

“You poor children,” she said. “I will take an oath on it, if you like. Here you’ve been harrowing your souls and all you had to do was ask me. That’s a penance for pride, that is.”

“It is, indeed!” Edgar said and, to her great astonishment, he grabbed the old woman and kissed her. “I am well and truly penitent. Thank you.”

Catherine was trying without success not to start crying again. She felt as if there had been a thick pillow pressing down on her, smothering her, and then all at once it had been released. She took a deep breath.

You see? the voices were smug. We told you to have faith.

She was so relieved, she let them gloat.
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